West Nile Virus in Birds, Argentina
To the Editor: West Nile virus (WNV), genus Flavivirus, family Flaviviridae has been rapidly dispersing through the Americas since its introduction in 1999 in New York (1) . By 2004, serologic studies detected WNV-specifi c antibodies in birds and horses from Canada to northern South America (2) (3) (4) . The fi rst report of WNV activity in the Southern Cone of South America surfaced in April 2006, when 3 horses died in Argentina (5) . However, established transmission foci in Argentina are unknown. We report evidence for the introduction and establishment of WNV in Argentina as early as January 2005.
Serum samples from free-ranging birds were collected from 5 locations in Argentina and screened for generic fl avivirus antibodies by using a blocking ELISA with monoclonal antibody 6B6C-1 (6). Positive serum specimens were further characterized by plaquereduction neutralization test (PRNT). We identifi ed the etiologic agent responsible for the previous fl avivirus infection by using the following cri (2) suggested that bird species in the order Charadriiformes, such as shorebirds and terns, are candidates for carrying WNV from North America to South America due to long lasting high-level viremias, occasional persistent infectious viral loads in skin, and direct, long-distance fl ights. WNV spread southward from the United States to northern South America between 1999 and 2004 following a stepping stone pattern, consistent with spread by birds. Moreover, introduction of WNV into Argentina by migratory birds could explain the presence of the virus in many places in a brief period. However, for migratory birds (211 serum samples tested) in this study, serologic test results were negative.
The high titers of WNV-reactive antibody are strongly indicative of WNV infections. Overall, 216 serum specimens reacted by PRNT test against SLEV, WNV or both at titers >20. Sixty-eight serum samples remain unidentifi ed. The large number of unidentifi ed fl avivirus-positive samples detected by PRNT, ELISA, or both (148/474) could be due to 1) false positives; 2) cross-reactions between WNV-and SLEV-reactive antibodies that prevented defi nitive diagnosis by PRNT; 3) cross-reactive antibody and multiple, heterologous fl avivirus infections; 4) previous infections by both WNV and SLEV; and/or 5) presence of other fl aviviruses circulating in Argentina. SLEV is endemic throughout Argentina and, like WNV, belongs to the Japanese encephalitis virus serocomplex. Hemagglutination-inhibiting antibodies against several Brazilian fl aviviruses (e.g., Bussuquara, Ilheus, Rocio viruses) have been reported in the neotropical region of extreme northern Argentina (7), but these viruses have not been isolated in Argentina.
Our serologic data suggest that WNV has established itself in 4 ecologic regions in Argentina in a brief period. Additional studies are needed to defi ne the reservoir hosts and vectors of WNV in Argentina, and most importantly, to defi ne the public health risk this virus represents. 
